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This study explores parents’ views on the importance of free play when it pertains 
to what their children do after school.  By studying this information, teachers, childcare 
providers, and administrators can use these perceptions in an attempt to discover why 
children are no longer engaging in unstructured play as frequently as they once were.  
Through the responses of 59 parents who participate in a large afterschool program, this 
study revealed that although 81% of parents ranked free play as valued in their own 
childhoods, free play ranked low in terms of parents’ acknowledgement of play in after 
school programs of their own children. Future research might focus on how best to inform 
parents of the benefits of unstructured play and how to effectively incorporate 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
In recent generations, children’s activities have more frequently been constantly 
structured by some adult figure whether it is a dance instructor, after school counselor, 
parent/guardian, or their teacher.  Conducting research I hope to find the effects of this 
constant structure by adults on children in regards to social and cognitive development, 
and the imagination.  To conduct this research I will be researching 1) the benefits of play 
in childhood and 2) adults perspectives on a variety of different questions relating to 
children and play pertaining to their after school expectations.  
This thesis will seek to explore the benefits that play has on children in the 
development of social and cognitive skills, and whether it helps to foster their imagination 
development.  After exploring the research on the benefits of play, the researcher asked a 
sample of parents that enroll their child in after school programs to take a survey.  Through 
these surveys the researcher found what parent expectations are for their child’s after 
school program and how these findings compare to the current research. 
To build a strong foundation for a child’s creativity, we must broaden the 
experiences we provide the, with.  The more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more 
the child will know and assimilate (Vygotsky, 1933).  Creativity does not always pertain to 
make-belive and far off places, but to how individuals think differently about how to handle 
a situation.  If all individuals thought the same way, nothing would ever change (Vygotsky, 
1933).   If playtime becomes structured play, children have limited opportunities to just 
 2 
engage in make-believe activities.  The focus of structured play is solely on the adult and 
how the adult wants to change the course of play (Weininger, 1986).  When children have 
the ability to interact with peers in an unstructured environment they have the ability to 
acquire social skills that they would not be able to if they were always interacting in a 
structured setting.  Play can even be used as a preparation of events that they may 
encounter later in life due to the interactions they will engage in with their peers (Leher & 
Petrakos, 2011).  
When looking at the perspectives of parents selecting an after school for their child, 
researchers must first look at why there is a demand for children to attend after school 
programs.  With the change in the work force, with more women working outside of the 
home, this has created families where either both parents are working, or one parent has to 
juggle both at home and work duties.  This change has created a shift in how we have to 
structure and think about how we care for children (Presser, 1980).   Even though work 
schedules of parents are becoming more diverse, extending working hours into the 
evenings and weekends, most childcare facilities have not caught up with this change in 
society.  The majority of after school or childcare facilities have operating hours of 8am to 
6pm Monday through Friday, with some not being open during the entirety of these hours 
(Presser, 1980).  These new work demands in families and lack of convenience of 
childcare/after school facilities being open during times of need could add strain or stress 
to working parents and families.  
With the shift in parent work schedules changing, which is giving parents feeling 
stressed and “stretched out” trying to maintain an appropriate balance between their lives 
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at work and home (Presser, 1980); does the aspect of giving children homework to 
complete each night add to the stress of this constant struggle for balance (Kohn, 2007)?   
Since homework is being sent home each night with the intent that it should take a certain 
amount of minutes to complete each assignment, parents begin to feel pressured and 
unsure if they are devoting enough time on their child’s studies due to the common 
misconception that homework has a direct positive correlation to a child’s success in 
academics.  Setting an allotted amount of time that should be spent on academics each 
night begins to dictate what parents should be doing with their children during bonding 
time in the evening hours.  Homework can often lead to more strain in the home life due to 
that fact that children do not want to complete the tasks that are sent home and they feel 
like it is not important (Kohn, 2007).  
For the importance of understanding the information collected for this thesis, the 
researcher defined the terms structured and unstructured play.  Structured play is when 
children are actively engaged in play that is solely driven by the adult and the children are 
following the instructions and not necessarily creatively contributing to the course the play 
we will take. Unstructured play is when an adult is present for the play and is either not 
involved in the play or is following the course of play that the children are creating. The 
researcher does not want to confuse unstructured play with child neglect.  Neglect defined 
by the Connecticut Department of Children and Families, “is the failure, whether intentional 
or not, of the person responsible for the child’s care to provide and maintain adequate food, 
clothing, medical care, supervision, and/or education,” (State of Connecticut, 2012).  
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Statement of the Problem 
 
 Unstructured playtime is important to the development of children, yet there are 
less children participating in unstructured play than ever before (Rudner, 2011).  With 
children having fewer opportunities to engage in unstructured play with their peers they 
are missing out on the development of social skills that are crucial to success later in life 
(Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005).  Since it is apparent that children are getting less time to play 
and more parents are developing diverse work schedules, there are many parents that are 
seeking out child care for a solution of their child’s after school activities (Presser, 1980). 
With more children beginning to attend childcare after school we must explore after school 
programs to find the disconnect of why unstructured play is no longer prevalent or holds 
importance.  By surveying parents’ perceptions of what a quality after school program 
means to them, the researcher gained insight to what parents feel is most important for 
their child when it pertains to after school and how to affectively incorporate unstructured 




 The purpose of this study is to listen to parents on their views of what is important 
when it pertains to what their children do after school.  Through this information the 
researcher used these perceptions to find out why children are no longer engaging in 
unstructured play as frequently as they once were.  With this knowledge educators may be 
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able to inform parents of the benefits of unstructured play and how to effectively 
incorporate unstructured play in after school programs daily schedule.  
Research Questions 
 
 This study is guided by the following question: How do parent perceptions influence 
the activities that occur in after school programs?  
Under the guided question, this study will attempt to answer the following 
questions:  
1. What are the benefits of play in childhood?  
2. What are adults perspectives on a variety of different questions relating to 
children and play pertaining to their after school expectations?  
 
Limitations and Delimitations 
 
 Self-reporting data through surveys are limited to the ability and desire of the 
participants to provide honest and quality answers about their opinions and beliefs.  This 
qualitative data relies solely on the information that has been provided by the participants 
and what their responses say and do not say.  Furthermore, surveys are limited to the 
ability of participates to accurately articulate their inner thoughts and ideas; this could also 
be linked to the limitation of the questions that are asked on the survey and the questions 
that are not being said.  Finally, this study is limited to the way the researcher interprets 
the data that has been collected.  
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 These data were collected from a small group of parents varying in ages with 
children that are in elementary school and is limited to the geographic location that was 
selected.  No attempt was made to seek responses based on socio-economic or cultural 
status.  
 When parents are asked to respond about what they believe is important for their 
child, they may feel pressured to answer a certain way at risk of sounding like an unfit 
parent.  This perception may affect the honesty and or the willingness to reply truthfully 
about their beliefs and attitudes when it comes to the selection of their child’s after school 
program.  
Concerns when using web-based surveys include the uncertainty that the survey 
will only be accessed by those the researcher intended. Since the Internet is a highly public 
place it is possible that the survey could be found and taken by someone that was not the 
intended population for the research (Solomon, 2001).  
 
Rationale  
 The researcher became interested in this topic due to six years of experience in 
working for multiple different after school companies.  Through this experience The 
researcher observed a growing demand for continuous structure and curriculum that the 
employees must implement for the children who attend the program to follow.  I began to 
think about what the effects of this constant structure had on elementary school children in 
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terms to how often they were able to use their imaginations and engage in unstructured 
play.  
As a future educator, the researcher believes that children need to have time 
through out the day to creatively think and engage in play with their peers. This time is 
important for children to learn how to think for themselves, develop problem solving skills, 
and how to interact with their peers properly.  For this playtime to occur there must be a 
person in the child’s life that appreciates and inspires the play, a space whether it is small 
or large, unstructured and open-ended time, and something or someone to inspire the 
journey the child will take during the playtime (Singer & Singer, 1990).  
 
Definition of Terms 
 
Through out the course of this study, there are certain terms that must first be 
defined for a better understanding of the content that is presented.  These terms will be 
defined for the clarity of the reader. 
After School Program: As defined by the researcher, an after school program is a facility 
where the employees of the facility supervise children during after school hours.  
Homework: is an assignment to be completed by students during non-school hours, these 
assignments would be assigned by their teacher (Marzano & Pickering, 2007).  
Make Believe:  As defined by the researcher, make believe play is a form of unstructured 
play with a focus on fantasy. (See unstructured play for more clarification).  
Structured Play: Play that is organized and lead by an adult.  
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 In this introduction the researcher, briefly describe different forms of play as well as 
the benefits of play for children in elementary school.  This introduction also describe the 
computer based survey that will take place pertaining to wanting to find out more 
information about the perspectives that parents have when selecting an after school 
program.  Through this survey the researcher was able to use the answers the parents gave 
on the survey to evaluate and gain insight to what is important to parents when they are 
selecting an after school program.  The researcher briefly described what outside variables 
may also influence a parent’s choice when selecting an after school program for their child.  
These outside variables could include but are not limited to when the facility is open and if 
it coincides well with the parents’ work schedules.  
 In chapter two of this thesis, the researcher has complied a literature review to 
create a foundation about play from credible and scholarly resources starting in 1933 to 
present date.  The purpose of this literature review is to demonstrate what research has 
already been done in reference to the importance of unstructured play for the development 
of children.  The researcher, to support the findings of the investigation and work at hand 
will interpret these findings of previous research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  
Introduction 
 
The purpose of the literature review is to create a foundation of information that 
will be important to the study at hand and to support the new and upcoming research for 
work that has previously been done.  Through out the review, my findings will be 
interpreted to support my findings for the investigation and work at hand.  The purpose of 
the review is to demonstrate what research has been done in reference to play in 
childhood, unstructured playtime in schools, and adults’ perceptions of play.  
 In order to complete a literature review about play, I have compiled and found 
research starting in 1933 to present date.  When looking for information I would look for 
comprehensive, scholarly, and credible sources to enhance the research that I have been 
conducting to lay a solid foundation of play.  
 
Research About Play  
  
Play is a voluntary activity that is self – organized by the child. All forms of play have 
the ability to become a learning opportunity for the child (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009). It 
(play) is the work of children.  It is where they begin to learn how to work with one 
another, how to get others to listen to you or agree with your point of view, and learn how 
to commit to an idea/activity with others.  The hardest part of this ‘work’ is to create a 
make-believe theme, or the fantasies of the play stay constant and align with the other 
ideas of the children engaged in the same make-believe play activity (Gussin Paley, 2004). 
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To build a strong foundation for a child’s creativity, we must broaden the experiences we 
provide them with.  The more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more the child will 
know and assimilate (Vygotsky, 1933).  When children have the opportunity to interact 
with peers in an unstructured environment they have the ability to acquire social skills that 
they would not be able to if they were always interacting in a structured setting.  For 
example, when children disagree with their peers they must figure out a way to 
accommodate the other child’s point of view if they want the interaction to continue.   
There is less unstructured playtime outside than in the past; the main reason for 
this decline is because parents are concerned about the dangers their children may 
encounter (Rudner, 2011).  With children having fewer unstructured interactions with 
their peers they are losing valuable opportunities to develop social skills needed to succeed 
later on in life (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005).  
Play can be used as a form of preparation for events they will experience later on in 
life.  If we give children props, tools, and practical items to play with that they may use in 
adulthood, they can begin to develop and practice social and life skills.  This form of 
unstructured play with props as guidance gives children a chance to experience life skills in 
their own way, which makes these skills more enjoyable and less scary (Lehrer & Petrakos, 
2011).  Different forms of play may also help children deal with situations that are 
occurring in their lives.  Play in middle childhood, children in grades fourth thru ninth or 
ages eight to fourteen (Kent State University, 2012), can foster cognitive development by 
“using symbols in games, designing constructions, and organizing games with rules,” 
(Bergen & Fromberg, 2009).  All of these activities have the ability to be elaborated on and 
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be created into different things, which develop more advance thinking skills needed for 
academics and other skills later in life.  
 
Make – Believe 
 
Make-believe time is a time when children are able to express and act out how they 
perceive the world around them (Caviness, 2006).  When children play make-believe with 
other children they are not only able to organize and familiarize it into more complex 
mental and emotional patterns, but they are able to combine their world with someone 
else’s world.  By doing this children are able to speed up this process and help them grow 
cognitively.  Creativity does not always pertain to make-believe and far off places, but to 
how we each think differently about how to handle a situation.  If we all thought the same 
way, nothing would ever change (Vygotsky, 1933).  When we take this time of make-believe 
away from children they not only are missing out on positive social and cognitive 
development, they will also become more dependent.  When playtime becomes a time 
where it is structured play, children have limited opportunities to just engage in make-
believe activities.  The focus of structured play is solely on the adult and how the adult 
wants to change the course of the play.  If an adult changes the theme of the play, then the 
development of advance thought processes will not occur since it then becomes children 
following directions and not using the skills that they know through their imagination 
(Weininger, 1986).  
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Stressing the importance of play and how it helps students develop skills that may 
be lost if this playtime is cut out of the lives of children.  Imaginary friends, listening to 
stories, and playing make-believe with another child can be crucial to a child’s development 
(Caviness, 2006).  Children who talk to him or herself or have imaginary friends tend to be 
more independent, happier, and develop a higher sense of vocabulary (Caviness, 2006).  All 
of these qualities are ones that we would want any child to have throughout their lifetime. 
Yet, as parents and other adult figures in the child’s life, we try to discourage these 
behaviors because we see them as abnormal (Caviness, 2006).  
Sometimes when children are engaging in fantasy or make-believe, they need a prop 
or toy to complete or inspire the play that is taking place.   Non-mechanical toys are ideal 
props to give children because they create more opportunities for open-ended play.  These 
unstructured or semi structured toys such as dolls, blocks, toy cars, etc. can lead to 
transformations as endless or creative as the child’s mind sees fit (Singer & Singer, 1990). 
Mechanical toys on the other hand decrease the chance of open-ended play occurring 
because they are designed to perform the same function over and over again (Singer & 
Singer, 1990).  
 
Education 
   
Through multiple social interactions in the course of a child’s life they are able to 
learn about themselves and others (Greig, Minnis, Millward, Sinclair, Kennedy, & Towlson, 
2008).  Since the process of learning is an unfamiliar task it can be a scary thing for children 
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since they do not want to fail.  For children that have had a history of poor relationships, it 
may be difficult for them to trust teachers or others to teach them something.  When 
children have had a consistent adult figure in their life that has been supportive and 
consistent have more success in a classroom setting (Greig, et al., 2008). Consequently, 
teachers must try to recognize children that may be struggling in school due to poor 
relationships and anxiety, to have the ability to help these children in the process of 
learning.  Teachers can help reduce the distress that these children feel when it comes to 
learning by creating a secure and warm learning environment as well as building a 
relationship with their students.  
The learning outcomes that expected of students in the classroom are the Common 
Core State Standards.  The standards were created to prepare students K-12 to be ready for 
college and their future careers by the time they graduate high school.  “As specified by the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and National Governors Association (NGA), 
the standards are (1) research and evidence based, (2) aligned with college and work 
expectations, (3) rigorous, and (4) internationally benchmarked,” (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2010).  When implementing these standards with the content 
standards we are hoping to help prepare students beyond the classroom and into society.  
If students successfully complete as well as master these standards, they should have the 
skills to be literate in the 21st century.  Since the Standards emphasize on achievements 
rather than specific processing skills or strategies it gives teachers and administrators the 
flexibility to incorporate different elements that they want to focus on with their students. 
This new formation of the Standards prepares students for the work force and college.  To 
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be able to function in the work place and college students need to be able to gather, 
comprehend, evaluate, synthesize, and report on information and ideas, to conduct original 





 Attitudes about homework have constantly been changing through the decades 
since the 1940s.  There have been arguments if homework is truly in the best interest for 
students and their success in future academics (Marzano & Pickering, 2007).  Even though 
it is clear that teachers in the elementary grades give homework, there is not a clear 
consensus on the benefit of homework at this age.  Researchers that are for the implication 
of homework at the elementary grades say it should be used to develop good study habits, 
foster positive attitudes towards school, and permit appropriate parent involvement.  
However, many parents report feeling unprepared to help their children with homework 
and their efforts frequently cause stress among the household (Marzano & Pickering, 
2007).  
 Since homework is being sent home each night with the intent that it should take an 
allotted amount of time to complete, parents begin to feel unsure if they are devoting 
enough time to their students’ studies.  According to Kohn (2007), this unsure feeling and 
stress that parents feel arises from the misconception that homework has a positive 
correlation to student success in academics. Setting an allotted amount of time a student 
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should spend on homework each night, begins to dictate to parents how they should spend 
quality time with their children  
After school programs that do provide homework assistance, do help children 
maintain a level of academics due to the help they can get and this also increases the 
amount of supervision the child gets after school to insure that their homework is getting 
complete. This aspect of the after school program could help reduce the amount of stress 
that may occur in the home due to the struggle between parent and child to have the 
homework completed (Cosden, Morrison, Gutierrez, & Brown, 2004). However, this 
constant push on academics extended to after school hours could actually hinder a students 
academic performance. This could occur because children need to have unstructured time 
to build bonds with their peers and begin to feel selfworth in other areas other than in just 
academics. Also, when after school programs provide homework assistance this begins to 
limit and reduce the amount of parental involvement in their child’s academics (Cosden, 
Morrison, Gutierrez, & Brown, 2004). 
 
Research on Adults Perspectives About Play  
   
When asked in studies, teachers were generally not concerned with recreational 
play and parents were only concerned because of the health and fitness benefits associated 
with recreational play.  Through out western culture, adults attempt to regulate and control 
children’s play.  It has been suggested that this regulation and control is an attempt at 
empowerment and emotional regulation (Lehrer & Petrakos, 2011). 
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Adults may not realize how important play can be for children in middle childhood 
or at any stage at that matter to get time to play freely.  Teachers and administrators may 
see recess or free (unstructured) time as time “wasted” that could be used for more time on 
academic learning in the classroom.  Parents on the other hand are concerned with the 
potential dangers that their children may encounter while playing outside around the 
neighborhood (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009).  But in actuality playtime can help foster all 
types of learning as well as a break from academics.  If children do not receive breaks from 
learning they may begin to feel overwhelmed which will actually decrease the amount of 
knowledge retained.  When recess is properly supervised, it gives children time to think 
creatively, be independent, and have unstructured playtime with their peers; engaging in 
these activities with other children will increase attention spans and improve classroom 
behavior (Healy, 2012).  
 
Adult Work Schedules  
 
 When the work force shifted to more mothers beginning to have careers, there are 
two major concerns pertaining to the care of their children are to find affordable and 
quality child care and if their work place will allow them more time away from work to 
spend at home.  However, most parents have said that they will not take the time away 
from work to spend time at home if it means that they will have less income coming in 
(Presser, 1989).  There is also the issue of work schedules becoming more diverse, 
extending into nights and weekends.  Child care and after school centers however are 
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commonly not accommodating to these changing schedule by only having operating hours 
Monday through Friday, 8am to 6pm.  Some of these facilities are not even open for the 




 In chapter two of this thesis, the researcher has complied a literature review to 
create a foundation about play from credible and scholarly resources starting in 1933 to 
present date.  The purpose of this literature review was to demonstrate what research has 
already been done in reference to the importance of unstructured play for the development 
of children. The researcher also included research that has been done about homework and 
parent work schedules because they are important factors to parents when it pertains to 
the selection of their child’s after school. The researcher, to support the findings of the 















 The attitudes and beliefs that parents have towards play on what activities they feel 
are important for their children to engage in could have an effect to what activities after 
schools schedule each day and week. There has been less unstructured play time for 
children than in the past, a main reason for this decline could be because parents are 
worried about the potential dangers their children could encounter when they engage in 
unstructured playtime (Rudner, 2011).  
  The purpose of this study was to discover what parents value as important when 
selecting an after school for their child and how unstructured playtime ranks in importance 
when parents are making that selection. This study is guided by the following question: 
How do parent perceptions influence the activities that occur in after school programs?  
Under the guided question, this study will attempt to answer the following 
questions:  
1. What are the benefits of play in childhood?  
2. What are adults perspectives on a variety of different questions relating to 
children and play pertaining to their after school expectations?  
I will ask a sample of parents that enroll their child in after school programs to take 
a survey.  Through these surveys I hope to find out what parent expectations are for their 
child’s after school program and how these findings compare to the research that I have 
found. This data was collected from a small group of parents varying in ages with children 
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that are in elementary school and is limited to the geographic location that was selected.  
No attempt was made to seek responses based on socio-economic or cultural status.  
When looking at the perspectives of parents selecting an after school for their child, 
we must first look at why there is a demand for children to attend after school.  With the 
change in the work force, with more women working outside of the home, this has created 
families where either both parents are working, or one parent has to juggle both at home 
and work duties.  This change has created a shift in how we have to structure and think 
about how we care for children (Presser, 1980).    
 
Statement of the Problem  
 
Unstructured playtime is important to the development of children, yet there are 
less children participating in unstructured play than ever before (Rudner, 2011).  With 
children having fewer opportunities to engage in unstructured play with their peers they 
are missing out on the development of social skills that are crucial to success later in life 
(Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005).  Since it is apparent that children are getting less time to play 
and more parents are developing diverse work schedules, there are many parents that are 
seeking out child care for a solution of their child’s after school activities (Presser, 1980). 
With more children beginning to attend childcare after school we must explore after school 
programs to find disconnect of why unstructured play is no longer prevalent or holds 
importance.  By surveying parents’ perceptions of what a quality after school program 
means to them, we may gain insight to what parents feel is most important for their child 
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when it pertains to after school and how to affectively incorporate unstructured playtime 




 The study took place during the operating hours at the O2b Kids facility, between 
the hours of three and six in the evening.  During this time the parents are signing their 
children out to go home for the day, while the parents were waiting they were asked to 
complete a brief survey on the computer. The parents were able to decline participation in 
the survey.  
 The survey was set up in lobby of O2b Kids on a table with three computers. Each 
computer had the website which contained the electronic survey. The survey consisted of 
eight questions about play and what was important when selecting their child’s after school 
program. Since the purpose of this study is to find the perceptions of parents and what is 
important when it comes to their child’s after school program, it was important to get as 
many parents as possible to participate in the survey. For comparison purposes, the survey 
asked the parents what they liked to do after school as child and what their children 
preferred to do on the weekends.  
 
Population and Sample  
 
 The population for this study was fifty-nine parents, whose children were in 
elementary school and their children attended an after school in a suburban area at a North 
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Central Florida location. The researcher selected these parents as the parents came into the 
facility in the evening to pick up their child. In an effort to obtain the most accurate data, 
each parent was asked if they would be willing to participate in the survey. Since this study 
looked for viewpoints from parents about what was important when selecting an 
afterschool program, it was important to represent this group with as many participants as 
possible. An attempt was made to gather information from parents of different age groups 




 This after school was selected because of the convenience and willingness to have 
the study occur in their facility. This population was measured by their age, the number of 
children they had, and their educational status. There was no attempt made to seek 
responses based on their cultural or socio-economic status.  
   
Data Collection 
 
 As each parent entered the facility, he or she was asked if they would like to 
complete a brief survey for an undergraduate thesis on their perception of after school 
programs. If the parent agreed to complete the survey they were lend over to a station 
where the survey was located electronically on the computer.  The researcher using the 
Internet program, Survey Monkey, created this survey.  The researcher decided to create 
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the survey for this study to insure that the questions for the survey aligned with the 
questions this study is guided by.  
 After the study was administered, the Internet program collected and organized the 
data from the surveys.  Through this organization the data will show trends in how the 
parents answered the questions on the survey and if there were any answers that parents 
selected more than others. Through the organization of the data and recognizing the trends 
we would be able to notice what majority of the parents looked for when selecting an after 
school for their child.  
Concerns when using web-based surveys include the uncertainty that the survey 
will only be accessed by those the researcher intended. Since the Internet is a highly public 
place it is possible that the survey could be found and taken by someone that was not the 




 A survey (Appendix A), was administered to all of the parents that participated in 
survey. The researcher chose to create this survey through Survey Monkey, to ensure that 
the survey addressed the questions in which would align with the questions that are 
guiding this research. To create the survey, the researcher had to obtain a membership to 
Survey Monkey to gain permission to use their software to distribute and create the survey.  
Since the rise in the use of the Internet, Internet based surveys have been used 
widely in social science and educational research. The use of Hypertext Markup Language 
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(HTML) allows the webpage to be programed, thus allowing the questions to be 
randomized, respondents to have previous answers supplement other questions in the 
survey, and real time error checking and corrections to make the data collection more 
accurate (Solomon, 2001). 
The researcher asked a total of 75 parents to participate in the survey and out of 
those 75 parents, 59 of the parents agreed to participate in the survey. This creates a 
response rate of 78%. For the convenience of the parents that agreed to participate in the 
survey, the research set up a table with three computers where the parents could sit down 
and take the survey. When the parents walked up to the survey the webpage that contained 
the survey was already pulled up for the parents to take, on average it took the parents 
approximately five minutes to complete this task. Once a parent had completed the survey, 
the researcher would then reopen the webpage to have the survey easily accessible for the 




The parent surveys were collected and analyzed to identify any significant 
statements, or trends on how they answered the questions to determine what activities or 
aspects to an after school are important to parents. Through this analysis, the information 
was group by the Survey Monkey software used by the researcher by what was the average 
response by the parents and what rank of importance each element of after school received 
based on the answers of the participants.  
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 After the software grouped this information, the researcher made on attempt to 
make their own personal reflections as trend in the data emerged, especially when it 
pertained to what activities they wanted their children engage in compared to what their 
children liked to do in their free time and when they themselves were children. Even 
though myself, the researcher and student approached this research, the biases that occur 





The purpose of this study is to listen to parents on their views of what is important 
when it pertains to what their children do after school.  Through this information the 
researcher can use these perceptions to find out why children are no longer engaging in 
unstructured play as frequently as they once were.  With this knowledge we may be able to 
inform parents of the benefits of unstructured play and how to effectively incorporate 











Chapter Four: Findings 
 
 The purpose of this study was to listen to parents on their views of what is 
important when it pertains to what their children do after school.  This study was guided 
by the following question: How do parent perceptions influence the activities that occur in 
after school programs?  
Under the guided question, this study will attempt to answer the following 
questions:  
1. What are the benefits of play in childhood?  
2. What are adults perspectives on a variety of different questions relating to 
children and play pertaining to their after school expectations?  
 The study took place over a one-week period surveying parents during the hours of 
three and six in the evening.  During this time parents are signing their children out to take 
them home for the day.  Fifty-nine parents were surveyed for this study.  The findings from 
the parent surveys will be discussed in response to the data that was collected for each 
question on the survey.  
Out of the 59 participants, majority of the parents were in the age bracket of 30 – 39, 
at 52.5%; 40-49, 23.7%; 21-29, 13.6%; 20 or younger, 6.8%; and 50-59, 3.4%. This means 
that 76.2%of the fifty-nine participants were between the ages of 30 and 49.  
 Majority of the fifty-nine participants had two children which was 39% of the 
participants, 29% of the parents had one child, 24% had three children, and 7% had four or 
more children.  
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 An Associates degree was the average level of education, with 25.4%; Bachelor’s 
degree, 22%; High School Diploma/GED, 20.3%; Master’s degree, 16.9%; Doctorate degree, 
6.8%; and 8.5% of the participants selected other for the highest level of education that 
they had received.  
For the purpose of this study, the researcher chose to display the data collected in 
the form of a bar graph because this graph visually represents the data in a manner that is 























 The other responses that were collected from this question were as following: two 
years of college, some college (two years), some college (2+ years), BSN, and education.  
 From this graph we can see that majority of the parents surveyed have an Associates 
Degree, which was fifteen of the parents.  We can also see that a High School Diploma with 
twelve responses and a Bachelors Degree with thirteen responses was also a level of 
education that was frequent with this population of parents. From this question we found 









 The other responses that were collected from this question were as following: lives 
with parent. Two participants also chose to skip this question in the survey.  
 From this graph we can see that majority of the parents that were surveyed live in a 
two-parent household with their child.  A two-parent household was forty-one of the 
respondents or 72%. This data tells us that more than half the parents that were surveyed, 
their children come from a two-parent household.  
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 From this graph we can see that majority of the participants have two children in 
their household.  Thirty-nine percent or twenty-three of the participants respond with this 
answer. The findings also noted that twenty-nine percent or seventeen participants stated 
they have one child in their household, twenty-four percent or fourteen participants have 
three children, seven percent or four participants have four or more children, and one 
participant chose not to answer the question.  
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 The other responses that were collected from this question are as following: dance, 
gym, sports, horses; sports and play drums; sports; gym and cheerleading; visit with 
friends; dance class; cheer practice; dance; sports; play outside in my neighborhood; and 
sports. One participant chose to skip this question.  
 From this graph it shows that a high majority of the participants selected that they 
like to play when they were children, with 81% or 47 of the participants. Out of the 81% of 
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these parents that selected play, participants: 1, 20, 26, 34, 36, 39, 45, and 50 selected play 
as their only response even though they had the option of selecting more than one item. 
This shows that when the parents were children they valued the opportunity of being able 






























 This graph shows the five items that the participants placed in order from one being 
least important to five the most import when selecting an after school for their child.  For 
this question they were unable to have the same ranking for multiple items, each item had 
their order and ranking in the least important to the most important.  This graph shows 
how many participants ranked each item individually instead of the average ranking for 
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each item.  One person chose not to answer this question. The following graph will show a 
different representation of the same question; the following graph will show the average 







 This graph visually represents the average number of each item that was ranked, 
using the scale that one was the least important and five was the most important when 
selecting an after school for their child. The data represented that developmental 
appropriateness had the highest average with an average of 3.52. The rest of the items 
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ranked as follows: homework assistance 3.29; organized activities 3.03; free play 2.59; and 
healthy snacks 2.57. One person chose to not answer this question.  
 From the data displayed by the graphs regarding this question, we can see that the 
top two items that parents were concerned about when selecting an after school for their 




 This graph shows multiple different items, which pertain to different elements of an 
after school. Unlike the previous two graphs in this section, the participants were able to 
rank the following items individually. This means that the participants did not have to place 
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the items in order and multiple items could have the same ranking if they so choose. Five 
participants listed other items that they felt as if were important when selecting their 
child’s after school, the items are as follows: arts; I prefer if no video games were allowed; 
constant and appropriate supervision, not running amok; cost and convenience; ability to 
take organized classes such as gym and cheer. One participant chose to not answer this 
question.  
 For this question, the most important item by far was homework, with an average 
rating of 4.22 and 44.8% of the participants stating it was an extremely important item 
when selecting an after school. This information correlates with the previous question 
when parents had to place five items in order from least to greatest. From the data 
presented we can assume that having homework assistance as a part of the schedule at an 
after school is very important to parents when they are making their selection.  
This question was important to have in addition to the previous question, because it 
allowed the participants to have the freedom of ranking multiple items at the same 
importance; unlike the last question they had to select which items were more or least 















 The other responses that were collected from this question were written as 
following: park trips, museum; sing karaoke; hang out with friends; play with friends; 
dance; family activities such as visit theme parks, generally unwind from a very busy and 
structured week; play sports; park/playground; go to theme parks, we have annual passes 
to Disney or Sea World; play inside; play with friends/have sleepovers; sports; play at the 
park, swim, go out to eat, skate; team sports. One person also chose to not answer this 
question.  
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The data collected from this question, was used to compare if what children prefer 
to engage in was the same as it was when their parents were children. From this graph, one 
can see that there are similarities in the fact that majority of children, when given the 
choice still want to play. The percentage of children that parents reported would prefer to 
play on the weekends was 81%, which is the exact same percentage for the adults when 
they were children.  
 A major shift in the difference in responses from the children’s preferences to when 
the parents were children was that, the second top answer for children was that 60.3% of 
the children want to play on the computer when in the previous question only 15.5% of the 
parents reported that they wanted to play on the computer when they were a kid. A reason 
for this change could be due to the average age of the parents that participated in the 
survey and if they had regular access to a computer when they were a child.   
 Other top responses that were collected from this data include; watching television 
58.6%, playing video games 44.8%, and draw/paint 43.1%. The rest of the responses 
slowly fall from here but with majority of them staying somewhere between 20 and 39%. 
From the graph the data shows that the only two responses were significantly less than the 






Chapter Five: Summary and Discussion  
 
Play is a voluntary activity that is self – organized by the child. All forms of play have 
the ability to become a learning opportunity for the child (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009). It 
(play) is the work of children.  It is where they begin to learn how to work with one 
another, how to get others to listen to you or agree with your point of view, and learn how 
to commit to an idea/activity with others.  The hardest part of this ‘work’ is to create a 
make-believe theme, or the fantasies of the play stay constant and align with the other 
ideas of the children engaged in the same make-believe play activity (Gussin Paley, 2004). 
To build a strong foundation for a child’s creativity, we must broaden the experiences we 
provide them with.  The more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more the child will 
know and assimilate (Vygotsky, 1933).  When children have the opportunity to interact 
with peers in an unstructured environment they have the ability to acquire social skills that 
they would not be able to if they were always interacting in a structured setting.  For 
example, when children disagree with their peers they must figure out a way to 
accommodate the other child’s point of view if they want the interaction to continue.   
There is less unstructured playtime outside than in the past; the main reason for 
this decline is because parents are concerned about the dangers their children may 
encounter (Rudner, 2011).  With children having fewer unstructured interactions with 
their peers they are losing valuable opportunities to develop social skills needed to succeed 
later on in life (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005).  
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The purpose of this study is to listen to parents on their views of what is important 
when it pertains to what their children do after school.  Through this information we can 
use these perceptions to find out why children are no longer engaging in unstructured play 
as frequently as they once were.  With this knowledge we may be able to inform parents of 
the benefits of unstructured play and how to effectively incorporate unstructured play in 
after school programs daily schedule. 
This study is guided by the following question: How do parent perceptions influence 
the activities that occur in after school programs? I will attempt to answer this question 
through the guided question from the information that I have collected through this study.   
1. What are the benefits of play in childhood?  
Adults may not realize how important play can be for children in middle childhood 
or at any stage at that matter to get time to play freely.  Teachers and administrators may 
see recess or free (unstructured) time as time “wasted” that could be used for more time on 
academic learning in the classroom.  Parents on the other hand are concerned with the 
potential dangers that their children may encounter while playing outside around the 
neighborhood (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009).  But in actuality playtime can help foster all 
types of learning as well as a break from academics. This is important for adults to 
understand about play especially since homework is a high priority to parents when it 
pertains to their child’s after school activities.  
The more a child sees, hears, and experiences, the more the child will know and 
assimilate (Vygotsky, 1933).  When children have the opportunity to interact with peers in 
an unstructured environment they have the ability to acquire social skills that they would 
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not be able to if they were always interacting in a structured setting.  For example, when 
children disagree with their peers they must figure out a way to accommodate the other 
child’s point of view if they want the interaction to continue.   
Less unstructured playtime outside than in the past; the main reason for this decline 
is because parents are concerned about the dangers their children may encounter (Rudner, 
2011).  With children having fewer unstructured interactions with their peers they are 
losing valuable opportunities to develop social skills needed to succeed later on in life 
(Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005).  
With social skills being such a key benefit for children when they engage in play, it 
would be important for parents to understand the benefits of play. This would be 
important for parents to understand because one of the trends found in the parent surveys 
(Appendix B), were that many of the parents want their children to have the opportunity to 
socialize. From the information in this study it states that play is one of the main ways 
children are able to socialize with their peers 
2. What are adults perspectives on a variety of different questions relating to 
children and play pertaining to their after school expectations?  
From the data collected, the researcher saw that consistently over each question, 
the most important aspect when selecting on after school for their child is the opportunity 
to do homework, or homework assistance. When looking at the after school schedule 
(Appendix C), the children that attend this after school program are given at least forty-five 
minutes to complete their homework each day with their counselor. So, during this time 
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children are not only given time to complete their homework there is someone there to 
ensure that the homework is taking place and there for assistance if the child needs.  
 Organized activities and developmental appropriateness, were two other factors 
that were important to parents when they were selecting an after school for their children. 
This after school facility addresses both of these desires with the same solution. As shown 
on the schedule the children are split up into age group and interests each day; the 
different group interest choices are: Visual Arts, Performing Arts, Sports, and Science. 
Depending on the interest choice each child is in that will determine what type of organized 
activities the children in that group will engage in through out the day. These groups are 
also organized by age and grade level of the children; this allows each of the groups to 
engage in activities that are developmentally appropriate for the children in the group.  
 Hours of operation, was also important when they were selecting an after school for 
their child. With work schedules becoming more diverse, extending into nights and 
weekends. Child care and after school centers however are commonly not accommodating 
to these changing schedule by only having operating hours Monday through Friday, 8 am to 
6 pm.  Some of these facilities are not even open for the entirety of these hours (Presser, 
1989). With this shift in work schedules it is easy to see how hours of operation could be a 
concern for parents. Fortunately, the after school facility where the study took place has 
accommodated parents with this shift in the work force. The facility is open Monday 
through Thursday from 9:00 am to 8:00 pm, Friday 9:00 am – 10:30 pm, and Saturday 9:00 
am – 6:00 pm. They currently do not have any hours of operation on Sunday.  
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 Consistently providing time for play or free play ranked as one of the least 
important elements when parents were selecting on after school. In response the after 
school does not include free play during the normal after school operating hours of two to 
six, which majority of the children in the program attend during this time. Although, since 
the facility is open till eight, the children that are still waiting for their parents to be picked 
up at this time are able to engage in free play for the duration of their time at the facility 
until their parents come to pick them up for the night. However, on question seven of the 
survey (Appendix A), parents indicated that a high percentage of them wanted to ensure 
that their children had the opportunity to socialize. From this information, it seems that 
there is a disconnect in the understanding of parents that free play for children is the time 
when they are able to socialize with their peers and obtain the social skills needed to 




 This study was guided under the following question: How do parent perceptions 
influence the activities that occur in after school programs? By surveying parents who 
already enroll their child in after school I was able to get insight of what parents felt is 
important when selecting on after school program for their child. In Appendix C, we can see 
a copy of the after school schedule from the facility this research was conducted and the 
facilities schedule correlates to the responses the parents gave to what is important when 
selecting on after school program for their child.  
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 The purpose of this study was to see how parents desires aligned with the schedules 
of an after school program and if play was an important factor to parents. This study has 
shown that parents have a significant influence on the schedule that is created for after 
schools. Since parents have such a significant influence, this could be why we see the after 
school’s schedule have an emphasis of organized activities and homework assistance for 
the children that attend the facility. From the data collected in this study, play has little to 
no importance when parents are selecting on after school for their child. However, I do 
believe if parents were further educated on the benefits of play we could see an increase in 
importance especially since many parents wanted their children to have opportunities to 




 This study was focused on parents of children that were in elementary school and 
attended one after school in a suburban, North Central Florida location. Comparisons 
among multiple different after schools may help to determine if the trends found in this 
study are consistent across multiple different after schools of parents of elementary school 
children.  
 Also, since this study focused solely on parents of elementary school children, if we 
were to change the age range of the child we may find different trends. Parents may believe 
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there are different important activities for their children to engage in when they are at the 
middle and high school level rather than at the elementary school level.   
 From the trends that emerged from the surveys, it would be interesting to 
investigate what activities parents believe promote opportunities to socialize. If we were to 
investigate this we maybe able to determine where the gap in understanding is that free 
play is not an opportunity to socialize, since many parents did not feel that free play was 
important.  
 To be able to educate the parents about the benefits of free play in an after school 
environment, there would need to first be a change in the way the after school staff was 
trained. From further conversations after parent surveys and from comments left by the 
parents, it was expressed to the researcher that parents have a negative view towards free 
play because they feel as if their children are running amuck, as one parent stated. If the 
approach to training the after school staff was trained to act as a lifeguard on land this may 
limit some of these parent fears. As a lifeguard of the land, the after school staff would be 
constantly observing, analyzing, and actively watching the behavior of the children in effort 
to react, respond, and predict when and where an accident may occur. According to the 
researcher, the practice of many after school staff now is to act as if they were a scarecrow 
and not actively observing the play at hand.  
 Also, if the after school staff understood the benefits of play after school and began 
to implement them into their schedule more frequently, they would then be able to inform 
the parents why it has been implemented into the daily schedule. If the information is 
relayed to the parents in a way and language they understand, they may begin to be more 
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accepting and possibly grow a desire for wanting free play implemented at their child’s 
after school.  
 Finally, we could extend this study to the employees at an after school facility. By 
extending the study out to employees of an after school facility we maybe able to determine 
if parents are the most influential when creating their after school schedule or if there are 
other factors that are more important when creating the schedule. We could also 




Self-reporting data through surveys are limited to the ability and desire of the 
participants to provide honest and quality answers about their opinions and beliefs.  This 
qualitative data relies solely on the information that has been provided by the participants 
and what their responses say and do not say.  Furthermore, surveys are limited to the 
ability of participates to accurately articulate their inner thoughts and ideas; this could also 
be linked to the limitation of the questions that are asked on the survey and the questions 
that are not being said.  Finally, this study is limited to the way the researcher interprets 
the data that has been collected.  
 This data was collected from a small group of parents varying in ages with children 
that are in elementary school and is limited to the geographic location that was selected.  
No attempt was made to seek responses based on socio-economic or cultural status.  
 When parents are asked to respond about what they believe is important for their 
child, they may feel pressured to answer a certain way at risk of sounding like an unfit 
 46 
parent.  This perception may affect the honesty and or the willingness to reply truthfully 
about their beliefs and attitudes when it comes to the selection of their child’s after school 
program.  
Concerns when using web-based surveys include the uncertainty that the survey 
will only be accessed by those the researcher intended. Since the Internet is a highly public 
place it is possible that the survey could be found and taken by someone that was not the 















































Parent Perception Survey  
  
Shown below is the survey in which the parents took electronically, via the Internet 
on the website survey monkey.  
Parent Survey 
Age:           Under 18          18-25          26-35        36-45          46 or Older  
Education: High School Diploma/GED Associates Degree  Bachelor’s Degree
 Master’s Degree  Specialist’s   Degree Doctorate  
   Trade School     Other:__________________  
 
Household: Single Parent         Two Parents            Other:________________________ 
 
Number of Children in Your Home:      1     2      3      4 or more  
 
When you were a child what did you enjoy doing after school? Check all that apply 
Watch television ________ 
Play   ________ 
Sleep   ________ 
Read   ________ 
Computer  ________ 
Eat   ________ 
Write   ________ 
Draw/paint  ________ 
Go to the movies ________ 
Visit the library ________ 





Rank the items below by personal importance for your child’s afterschool program.  
1 = not important 
2 = least important 
3 = somewhat important  
4 = very important 
5 = extremely important. 
Homework assistance:    _________         
Healthy snacks provided:   ________ 
Free play:     ________ 
Organized activities:    ________  
Developmental appropriateness:  _________ 
When it comes to selecting your child’s after school program, rate the following items using 
the following scale: 
  
1 = not important 
2 = least important 
3 = somewhat important  
4 = very important 
5 = extremely important. 
Homework                                 ………………………………………………………………  1     2     3    4    5 
Opportunity to socialize         ……………………………………………………………… 1     2     3    4    5 
Exercise                                       ……………………………………………………………… 1     2     3    4    5 
Team sports                              ………………………………………………………………. 1     2     3    4    5 
Healthy snacks                         ………………………………………………………………. 1     2     3    4    5 
Hours of Operation                 ……………………………………………………………….. 1     2     3    4    5 
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Free play                                    ……………………………………………………………….. 1     2     3    4    5 
Organized activities               ……………………………………………………………….. 1     2     3    4    5 
Computer skills                       ……………………………………………………………….. 1     2     3    4    5 
Video games                             ………………………………………………………………. 1     2     3    4    5 
Other: _____________          ……………………………………………………………….. 1     2     3    4    5 
What is your child’s favorite thing to do on the weekend?  Check all that apply. 
Watch television ________ 
Play video games ________ 
Play outside  ________ 
Sleep   ________ 
Read   ________ 
Computer  ________ 
Eat   ________ 
Write   ________ 
Draw/paint  ________ 
Go to the movies ________ 
Visit the library ________ 






















Parent Responses:  
 
 In this section of the appendix, there is the collection of each individual response 
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